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The Research Libraries Group (RLG) is a not-for-profit membership corporation of 150 universities, 
independent research libraries, archives, historical societies, museums and other institutions devoted to 


improving access to information that supports research and learning. Since its founding in 1974, RLG has 
been a pioneer in developing cooperative solutions to the acquisition, access, delivery, and preservation 
challenges those institutions face. RLG provides a forum for collegial sharing of resources, costs, 
experience, and shaping of the future. RLG membership is open to any not-for-profit institution with an 
educational, cultural, or scientific mission and a commitment to improving access to research materials. 
Access to the wealth of information resources, however, is not restricted to RLG members. 


RLG successes are based on collaboration among research repositories in two areas. First, to build a union 
catalog, the Research Libraries Information Network (RLIN), of over one-hundred-million bibliographic 
records from over 250 sources describing books, journal articles, dissertations, and rare materials in over 
365 languages. The RLIN databases form a one-of-a-kind resource for technical services librarians as well 
as for researchers. 


Second, RLG members have seized the opportunities RLG creates for them to get involved in collective 
projects, both to preserve and make accessible collections of valuable materials and to jointly develop best 
practices that can be used in other endeavors. RLG's value is closely tied to its capacity to identify and 
implement cooperative structures. Shared cataloging programs, interlibrary loan pacts, records surveys, 
resource-sharing agreements, staff exchanges, and multi-institutional preservation microfilming projects 
are just a few instances. 


Collaboration 


The nature of digital conversion activities makes them particularly well-suited to collaborative endeavors. 
First, digitization is costly. No matter how compelling projections about potential cost-savings are, no 
matter how low the cost of storage becomes, and no matter how much conversion expertise is developed, 
the truth remains that digitizing is an additional cost libraries and archives are being asked to bear in the 
midst of budget cuts and decreased staffing. Digitizing does not replace the need to perform all the 
traditional tasks like acquiring, organizing, cataloging, and preserving materials. Further, in successfully 
responding to user needs, digitization results in increased expectations. So, digital conversion is not likely 
to be a short-term activity. But by working together. institutions can attract funding, minimize costs, and 
prevent duplicative efforts. 


Second, conversion is well-suited to collaboration because bringing analog materials into the digital 
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In this project, RLG has encouraged participants to outsource the actual digitization work. There are many 
procedures involved in the digitization for the Studies in Scarlet project: imaging from bound volumes, 
loose sheets, and microfilm and fiche; text conversion; and SGML-encoding using as many as three SGML 
document type definitions. Any one of these activities would be difficult to get up and running in-house 
within a reasonable project timeframe. 


Outsourcing also facilitates learning from experts in the field. Each participating institution identified and 
negotiated provisionally with vendors for each of its conversion tasks. Then the results were pooled to 
compare notes on pricing and vendor experience and to identify the most promising vendors. These then 
were presented with the combined quantities of all the project participants to get the best pricing possible. 
This activity acquainted several service providers with the special care and handling of archival collections 
and the special requirements for digital reformatting. Not only did this process present a solution for the 
Studies in Scarlet project, but it also begins to develop an information resource for others to use and to 
which they may add. 


The Studies in Scarlet collection will be the focus of a user evaluation exploring the research utility of 
such collections. Planning has begun for a second RLG Digital Collections Project, focusing on materials 
reflecting the theme of international migration; it will build on what is learned from the first project. Both 


these and future Digital Collections Projects are intended to develop collections to which others can 
continue to contribute. 


Archiving Digital Information 


The Digital Collections Projects not only allow RLG to address reformatting and access issues, but will 
also serve as an example digital archive for another consortial effort to develop recommendations for 
ensuring that access to the data continues to be available, far into the future. The recommendations in the 
final report of the Task Force on Archiving Digital Information, co-sponsored by RLG and the ; 
Commission on Preservation and Access provide the springboard for RLG's work in this area. The draft 
report of the task force was widely distributed and the final version incorporated contributions from all 
over the world. 


RLG and its members will pursue many of the task force's recommendations, primarily in developing 
standards, "best practices," and guidance for managing digital archives. Specific areas of investigation are 
the longevity of culturally valuable digital information, migration paths, means for authenticating 
documents, requirements and standards for describing digital information, and coordination with 
international digital preservation initiatives. 


Metadata Projects 


While the topic of metadata, the much-maligned term for information about information, dominates many 
library conferences and publications lately, it has always been the stock-in-trade of the library world. With 
digital reformatting of research materials, there are many layers of metadata; in addition to describing the 
intellectual content, metadata may include details about the capture process and technical specifications, 
information about other versions, and information about getting permission for the reuse of digital 

versions. i 


Preservation Information. RLG is forming working groups to address preservation-specific metadata. 
One working group is being formed to look at the preservation information that should accompany digital 
images of paper documents or photographs. 


Discussions at the Selection for Digital Reformatting Symposium led to a recommendation that RLG 
create a registry for the exchange of information about the approaches taken in digitizing projects and 
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: put their materials into a broader research context where they will likely be valued more 
highly and used more often, 
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Archival Server And Test Bed 


The infrastructure that will support all these initiatives is called Arches. The name Arches is a 
concatenation of "archival server," but also suggests multiple doorways into a variety of information 


resources and the bridges that connect catalog records, other metadata like archival finding aids, and the 
actual content described by metadata. 


The Arches infrastructure will include solutions to issues of user and document authentication, version 
control, compensation to rights holders, the impermanence of URLs, efficient management of storage 
media, and the refreshment and migration of information and the ability to access it. Arches will also 
provide powerful searching tools for getting the most out of full texts and SGML-encoded information, as 


well as tools for navigation within image-only documents. Arches will serve as a test bed for collaborative 
Investigation of digital capture and preservation practices. e 


The Work Ahead 


Developing the standards needed for responsible digitization is daunting. Quality requirements, indexing 
approaches, compression algorithms, file architecture, and storage and access methodologies all need to 
undergo extensive discussion -- and those who have a stake in the outcome will want to reach consensus 
every step of the way. And, of course, as the way keeps changing, we have to continually reassess and 
update those conclusions. RLG's commitment to sharing what is learned not only provides value to RLG 
members, but contributes to innovative thinking in the larger community as well. 


RLG led the way in developing standards for preservation microfilming and best practices for preparation 
of the materials and the information that should accompany the materials. developing technical 
specifications, performing quality assurance, and storing the master negative film. Applying the same 
approaches, RLG is beginning to develop best practices for preserving digital archives. In the digital 
environment, the long-term storage requirements are greater, the risks enormous, and the payoffs less 


certain. But vast amounts of data are finding their way into digital form and we need to ensure that they 
will survive into the foreseeable future. 


An RLG task force has assembled a number of high 
expose problems, and propose solutions for using digital technology as a preservation Strategy. These 
projects include investigating scanning over-sized materials, determining what preservation information 


should accompany images, and ascertaining from researchers’ perspectives which types of materials would 
be most useful to them in digital form. 


priorities for small-scale projects to test assumptions, 


RLG is contracting with a newly formed R&D service at Comell University to conduct research that will 
benefit collective efforts. Some of the materials proposed for preparation under this contract are a generic 
Request for Information, Request for Proposals, and Contract for Services. for use by library or archive 
staff members responsible for selecting vendors able to perform digital reformatting work. Other proposed 
work includes developing materials to assist a librarian/archivist in developing a budget for a digital 
reformatting project; a cost-benefit analysis for preservation-based digital reformatting that compares 
traditional reformatting methods with page imaging; documents on selecting material in various formats. 
which addresses such issues as condition of original, potential options in scanning and text conversion, and 
hardware and software considerations; and a workshop on how to manage digital reformatting projects. 


